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The changeability of widowhood: A study of widows in Tamil Nadu, 
India
Aya KUBOTA
The meaning of “widows” and the social norms are continuously 
produced and consumed in particular social and historical circumstances 
although they seem clearly defined, fixed, and stable. Based on 
performance studies which assume all of social reality is constructed by 
actions, behaviors and events, this study reveals the dynamism of 
widowhood in Tamil Nadu, the southern part of India. Specifically the 
focus is on widows in a scheduled caste village in rural area. The study 
shows that Hinduism, Dravidian culture, the state government's policies, 
attitudes toward widows in communities and the caste system aﬀect on 
shaping widowhood. Certain behaviors and rituals which are learned, 
rehearsed and presented over time form widow’s identity as a “shadow.” 
However, it does not mean that widows cannot do anything but 
reproducing the identity. The study presents a possibility of changing 
widowhood by focusing on a widow and demonstrating that her 
performative acts function as making the dominant discourse of widows 
unstable.
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